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The  obstacle  sense  of  the  blind  is  that  phenomenon  through  which, when 
we  go  along  on  the  street  alone,  we  blind  people  can  notice  objects  or  people 
even  when  they  are  more  or  less  distant,  so  that  we  can  very  well  avoid  them 
when  v/g*  are  Walking1  along.  These  phenomena  of  perception  are  not  unique 
only  to  those  early  blind  because  a man  who  has  lost  his  eyesight  quite  late 
in  life  possesses  it  fully  so  that  one  would  scarcely  believe  that  it  would 
need  strengthening  through  practice,  as  is  often  the  case  with  the  sense  of 
touch.  It  is  another  fact,  that  most  seeing  people  including  intellectual 
ones  have  no  idea  that  even  they  have  this  presentment.  And  so  it  happens 
that  this  phenomenon  of  perception  has  not  been  at  all  critically,  analyzed 
in  so  far  as  it  pertains  to  men  of  culture.  7/e  know  of  this  phenomenon  but 
where  it  actually  lies,  whether  it  is*  response  to  stimuli  upon  the  peri- 
pheral nerves  or  upon  the  auditory  nerves  is  not  clear  even  to  the  educated 
blind,  because  different  factors  seem  to  point  at  times  to  one  and  at  times 
to  another  solution.  Kerr  Professor  M.  Kunz  called  attention  to  all  this  de- 
ficiency of  explanation  when  he  gave  a lecture  on  this  subject  at  the 
twelfth  congress  of  the  German  aad=&eaan&a  teachers  of  the  blind.  According 
to  his  idea  this  phenomena  is  only  explained  by  the  air  pressure  of  the 
objects  upon  the  nerves  of  the  forehead  or  perhaps  more  upon  the  tactile 
nerves  of  the  temple.  He  seems  to  have  come  to  this  conclusion  through  a 
long  series  of  experiments,  ^mong  his  adversaries  was  one  teacher  who 
held  that  these  phenomena  are  much  weakened,  if  not  entirely  lacking,  when 
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there  is  noise.  Herr  Prof.  Kunz  did  not  refute  this  statement,  but  he  did  say 
that  sometimes  those  blind  airl  also  hard  of  hearing, have  a weaker  obstacle  sense 
but  that  for  instance  the  deaf  and  blind  American  Helen  Keller  is  supposed  to 
have  had  this  sense  in  an  extraordinary  degree.  So  one  could  hardly  state  that 
it  is  an  exponent  of  hearing. 

Which  of  the  two  was  right?  The  statement  that  is  engendered  through 
air  pressure  leaves  certain  doubts  attaching!  for  how  is  it  then  that  the 
phenomenon  does  not  change,  does  not  become  weaker  as  soon  as  one  stands  still?* 
Why  is  it  more  highly  developed  in  musicians  and  piano  tuners?  How  is  it  that 
a blind  man  who  walks  along  a ro w of  houses  can  tell  most  easily  when  the  air 
is  quiet,  that  one  of  the  houses  is  being  repaired  with  planking?  Why  is  it 
that  it  is  much  harder  to  find  4 road  that  leads  off  between  two  bushes,  than 
it  is  to  find  an  open  housedoor? 

In  order  to  answer  correctly  the  question— through  which  organ  do  we 
perceive  an  object  which  we  are  approaching,  we  must  first  answer  the  other:  is 
it  really  air  pressure?  I do  not  believe  it  is.  ^hen  we  look  about  into  the 
rarest  elemtns  that  surround  us,  most  of  the  readers  will  realize  that  there  may 
be  many  of  whose  existence  we  may  be  sure  but  which  v/e  can  not  see  with  the 
naked  eye.  To  these  belong  the  phenomena  of  light  rays  whose  movements  we  can 
even  measure.  So  I can  say  with  pretty  good  faith,  that  everyone  and  every- 
thing is  surrounded  by  an  atmosphere,  by  an  invisible  mist  much  rarer  and  lighter 
than  air,  so  that  we  can  hardly  distinguish  it  through  the  tactile  nerves  of  our 
face  but  more  likely  through  the  more  sensitive  skin  of  our  inner  ear. 

*)  Do  not  objects  exert  air  pressure  even  when  we  are  not  moving,  and  do 
they  not  make  the  air  full  of  vibrations  even  if  we  are  still? 
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were  I to  go  onto  the  street  or  into  a room  and  touch  with  my  atmos- 
phere that  of  some  object  I am  approaching,  the  atmosphere  of  the  object 
makes  an  impression  on  mine,  and  this  I feel  on  my  ear.  therefore,  we  talk 
of  the  interruption  of  the  obstacle  sense  by  sound.  This  atmosphere  as  light 
as  it  may  be  has  some  weight,  and  is  of  course  broader  next  to  a house  than 
next  to  a plank  of  wood.  That  may  be  because  houses  are  taller  than  the  _lanks. 

If  now  a blind  man  walks  along  a row  of  houses  he  can  easily  decide 
whether  he  is  passing  the  door  of  a court,  of  a house  or  an  open  shop  door,  for 
these  have  behind  them  a background  that  the  vestibule  of  a house  lacks;  and 
the  open  space  behind  a courtyard  door  affects  our  nerves  quite  differently, 
than  the  shut  in  space  behind  a vestibule. 

Ti?hen  we  ask  ourselves  why  a blind  musician  or  pianotuner  has  often  a 
most  remarkable  obstacle  sense  I hold  that  it  is  because  they  have  to  became 
accustomed  to  listen  very  carefully.  Because  of  this  the  skin  of  the  ear  as 
well  as  the  organ  itself  becomes  much  more  sensitive.  That  a blind  musician 
can  accomplish  on  this  score  I noticed  once  while  taking  a walk  with  my  friend 
Bernhard  Pfannstiehl.  ..e  came  to  a cemetery  whose  entrance  was  barred  by  an 
iron  gate,  he  stood  near  it  and  my  friend  told  us  that  behind  it  was  a second 
open  door.  That  was  right  as  our  guide  agreed. 

Now  the  statement  that  the  obstacle  sense  is  only  air  pressure  can  be 
discounted.  Sven  more  strikingly  can  I prove  this  by  telling  of  a walk  that  I 
took  with  ray  wife  on  a beautiful  calm  spring  day.  We  walked  on  a ath  behind 
gardens  (between  gardens) — my  wife  on  my  left  side,  and  next  to  her  there  v/as 
a hedge  which  v/as  often  interrupted  by  a crossroad,  that  led  uphill  so  that 
any  wind  was  fully  shut  out.  Even  though  my  wife  v/alked  between  the  hedge  and 
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me,  so  that  air  pressure  from  the  left  side  was  impossible,  I coula  tell  er 
everytime  that  we  came  to  a break  in  the  hedge.  In  the  same  way  I could  often 
notice  when  I went  to  walk  with  a blind  pianotuner  that  he  noticed  many  trees 
and  other  objects  when  I was  between  him  and  the  trees. 

So  there  remains  one  more  question.  Has  the  seeing  man  got  the  same 
obstacle  sense?  Why  do  most  of  them  not  notice  it?  In  a dark  room  (movement 
almost  always  engenders  such  fjear  that . even  the  blind  man.  would  hardly  escperience 
it  under  similar  circumstances.  And  when  their  eyes  are  blindfolded,  even  the 
blind  would  .feel  the  nerves  of  their  ears  influenced  so  that  their  obstacle 
sense  would  at  least  be  much  weakened. 

The  number  of  the  seeing  who  say  that  they  possess  this  sense  is  not 
great.  However,  the  seeing  often  use  this  sense  mostly  without  knowing  it 
themselves.  I want  to  speak  of  those  who  can  swin  under  water  without  bumping 
their  heads  on  the  bottom.  A deaf  and  dumb  nan  could  not  do  this  because  ha 
has  no  such  obstacle  sense. 

How  I will  not  close  the  story  of  my  eaperiences  without  stating  that 

to* 

I have  a profound  knowledge  of  this  subject,  ^his  reason  I would  consider  it 
very  valuable  if  one  or  another  reader  would  give  his  opinion  of  my  views. 
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